





Sartre’s Existential Marxism 
and the Quest for Humanistic Authenticity
Abstract
The essay reassess Sartre’s work as a philosophical synthesis of thought and struggle, in 
which authentic human relations and concrete political action assume a much more central 
place than it is granted in many (perhaps most) accounts. This essay also identifies certain 
inconsistencies, methodological limitations and points of controversy in his work, while af-











world	culture	and	widened	our	 intellectual	and	artistic	horizons	 like	 the	 ir-
reverent	 Jean-Paul	 Sartre	 (1905–1980),	 that	 enfant terrible	 of	 French	 and	
international	social	and	cultural	 life	who	greatly	overshadowed	 the	official	











Michel	 Contat	 and	 Michel	 Rybalka, Les 
Écrits de Sartre,	 chronologie, bibliographie 
commentée,	Gallimard,	Paris	1970;	 in:	Mark	
Poster,	 Existential Marxism in Postwar 






Extending	 the	 (libertarian	 socialist)	 principle	of	 free	 associations	 to	 sexual	



























































with	 abstractions	when	 speaking	of	 “being	 for	 itself”	 (l’être pour soi)	 and	
“being	in	itself”	(l’être en soi)	where	it	is	actually	the	concrete	totality	which	
should	be	 the	object	of	our	analysis.	Yet,	at	 least	 in	his	early	phase,	Sartre	





















physical	 pain,	 ignorance,	 mental	 deprivation,	 and	 also	 indoctrination	 and	
brainwashing	are	all	clear	examples	of	factors	which	might	effectively	force	
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See	 for	 instance	 letter	 in	 Le Monde,	 Janu-






For	 Lefebvre,	 who	 initially	held	 very	 ortho-
dox	views	on	Sartre’s	existentialism,	Sartre’s	
Nausea	was	 a	 “manifesto	 of	 the	 pederast”	




In	Contat	and	Rybalka,	op. cit., p. 26.
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T	 Storm	 Heter,	 Sartre’s Ethics of Engage-
ment,	Continuum,	London	2006,	p.	3.
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Jean-Paul	 Sartre,	 “À	 propos	 de	 l’existentia-
lisme,	 mise	 au	 point”,	 Action	 17,	 Dec.	 29,	
1944;	in:	Poster,	op. cit.,	p.	109.
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Léopold	 Senghor,	 “Socialism	 is	 a	 Human-


























blingly	 “Robinsonian”,	 presented	 as	 an	 individualist	 project,	disconnected	
from	the	notions	of	collective	struggle	and	collective	liberation.	In	compar-








therefore	 also	 right	in	 appreciating	 a	 certain	 complementarity	 between	 his	












The	unflinching	 rejection	of	 this	perspective	by	 the	dogmatists	manifested	
their	inability	to	grasp	a	revolutionary	dialectic	irreducible	either	to	the	ma-




canian	 for	 instance)	 concept	 of	 “double	 negation”.	There	 was	 no	 practical	














tre	 chose	 Husserlian	 phenomenology	 rather	 than	 Marxism	 as	 the	 general	
methodological	tool	for	his	thought.	It	was	this	phenomenological,	“individu-
alistic”	method,	 the	stress	placed	on	the	 individual cogito (notwithstanding	
Husserl’s	principle	of	 intentionality)	which	 limited	Sartre’s	ability	 to	grasp	
the	collective,13	and	his	ability	 to	 fully	convey	 the	 fact	 that	 the	“dynamics	
of	history	cannot	be	deduced	from	individual	existence”.14	The	subject-ob-
ject	binarism,	despite	his	best	intentions,	remained	an	unresolved	problem	for	














“spiritualism”	 –	 the	 romantic	 existentialist	 and	 the	 orthodox	 Stalinist.	The	
dialectical	 interplay	of	 freedom	and	necessity	doesn’t	 seem	adequately	 ac-
knowledged	in	Sartre’s	thought,	the	main	exception	being	some	rather	general	































in	 particular	 orthodox	 –	 Marxist	 education,	
Sartre	 discusses	 the	 “market’s	 inexorable	
laws	where	Marx	had	demonstrated	 that	 the	
inexorable	laws	arise	from	production”	(Raya	


















Politics, the Party and self-government









the	dialectics of nature – constituted	a	form	of	idealism, a	metaphysical,	uni-































































of	a	commonality	of	experiences	and	 interests	 inside	 the	party.	For	a	brief	
18
“(O)ur	Garaudys	 are	 afraid.	What	 they	 seek	
in	Communism	is	not	liberation,	but	a	re-en-
forcement	 of	 discipline”	 (Jean-Paul	 Sartre,	
“Materialism	 and	 Revolution”,	 in: Literary 
and Philosophical Essays,	 Collier	 Books,	

















tesian”	 freedom,	 constituting	 an	 example	 of	
bad	faith,	for	it	is	closely	related	to	a	strategy	


































material	 force	was	supposed	 to	pave	 the	 road	 towards	a	synthesis	between	
existentialism	and	a	philosophy	of	revolution,	of	praxis,	of	free	historical	sub-
jects	able	to	forge	their	own	liberatory	future.
From	 Le Comité national des écrivains	 (a	 central	 coalition	 of	 French	 Re-
sistance	writers	and	intellectuals	led	by	the	Communists),	through	the	weak,	
inexperienced	and	short-lived	Socialisme et liberté	group	(sabotaged	by	the	
PCF)	to	Le Rassemblement démocratique révolutionnaire	(which	had	a	simi-
lar	faith	to	Socialisme et liberté),	Sartre’s	political	trajectory	lead	him	again,	
for	a	time	at	least,	into	a	position	of	critical	support	for	the	strongest	mate-
rial	 force	 on	 the	 French	 anti-capitalist	 scene,	 the	 Communist	 Party.	 Sartre	




























































Rosenthal,	Entretiens sur la politique,	Galli-
mard,	 Paris	 1949,	 p.	 40;	 in:	 Poster,	 op. cit.,	
p.	141.
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David	Archard,	Marxism and Existentialism: The 
Political Philosophy of Sartre and Merleau-






Jean-Paul	 Sartre,	 “Le	 Fantôme	 de	 Staline”,	











Jean-Paul	 Sartre,	 “France:	 Masses,	 Sponta-






































notion	 of	 innate	 human	 nature	 imprisoned	 by	 repressive	 social	 institutions	
could	be	construed	to	have	an	almost	“de	Sadean”	quality.	Sartre	later	admit-
ted	the	limits	of	the	kind	of	subjectivity	he	outlined	in	L’Être et le Néant.35	
Even	 though	 he	 never	 embraced	 a	 philosophically	 fully	 elaborated	 justifi-
cation	 of	 the	 concept	 of	 civic	 virtue,	 Sartre	 inarguably	 posited	 a	 demand-
ing	notion	of	social	responsibility,	famously	arguing	that	writing	carries	the	
obligation	to	fight	injustice	in	all	its	forms	for	example,	or	that	a	failure	to	
oppose	 imperialist	 policies	 of	 their	 governments	 made	Western	 Europeans	
accomplices	to	imperialist	crimes.
In	the	post-war	works,	especially	What is Literature?	and	Notebooks for an 
Ethics,	where	he	develops	a	new	theory	of	interpersonal	relations	and	discov-
ers	a	possibility	for	mutual	recognition,	there	is	a	shift	from	Sartre’s	monadic	
view	of	the	active	self	in Being and Nothingness (according	to	which	there	
is	this	irreconcilable	duality	between	the	self	as	agent	and	the	self	as	object)	




a	caring,	supportive	one),	an	argument	Sartre	developed	in	Notebooks for an 























openly	 posited	 in Notebooks for an Ethics	 that authentic	 intersubjectivity	
is	based	on	mutual recognition,	on	embracing the freedom of the Other	 as	
mutually	enriching.39	Authenticity	 is	opposed	 to	 solipsistic	projects	 simply	
because	‘‘within	the	world	there	are	other	men”.40	Hegel’s	master-slave	dia-
lectic	of	 “sublation” (Aufhebung)	 leads	 to	 the	understanding	of	 the	 critical	
role	of	intersubjectivity	in	the	creation	of	personhood.	This	echoes	nicely	in	










cuser.	This	view	 therefore	 reduces	 the	Other	 to	a	 fixed	 (negative)	essence,	
without	releasing	the	persecuted	individual	from	the	responsibility	and	blame	
for	 this	 supposedly	 fixed,	 immutable	 essence!	The	 concept	 of	 the	 socially	
responsible,	yet	 ‘‘inherently	evil	criminal’’	 is	an	example	of	 this	anti-intel-
lectual	 parody.	 Therefore	 the	 concept	 of	 intersubjective	 authenticity,	 espe-
cially	as	elaborated	by	Storm	Heter,	carries	important	insights	for	the	prison	
33









perhaps	more	explicit	 than	Sartre	on	 this	 is-
sue,	arguing	against	the	notion	of	authenticity	
as	a	 ‘‘solipsistic	ethic’’	 in	her	Ethics of Am-
biguity.
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citizen of a democracy, indeed	the	entire	notion	of	democratic citizenship.45
Sartre	 understood	 the	 central,	 constitutive	 personal	 and	 socio-economic	
(therefore	also	political)	role	that	work	occupies,	and	the	importance	of	in-















Sartreov egzistencijalni marksizam 
i	potraga	za	humanističkom	autentičnošću
Sažetak
Članak preispituje Sartreovo djelo kao filozofsku sintezu misli i borbe, u kojoj autentični ljudski 
odnosi i konkretno političko djelovanje zauzimaju središnje mjesto mnogo više nego što je pri-
znato u mnogim (možda i većini) drugim razmatranjima. Ovaj rad također identificira određene 
nedosljednosti, metodološka ograničenja i kontroverzna mjesta u njegovim djelima, istodobno 




Sartres existenzieller Marxismus 
und die Suche nach der humanistischen Authentizität
Zusammenfassung
Der Essay überdenkt Sartres Werk als philosophische Synthese des Gedankens und der Bemü-
hung, in welchen die authentischen humanen Beziehungen und die konkrete politische Tätigkeit 
eine zentralere Stellung einnehmen, als dies ihnen in zahlreichen (voraussichtlich den meisten) 
Überlegungen eingeräumt wird. Desgleichen identifiziert diese Arbeit gewisse Inkonsequenzen, 
methodologische Schranken und Kontroverspunkte in seinen Werken, indem sie synchron den 




Jean-Paul	Sartre,	What is Literature?, Wash-
ington	Square	Press, New	York	1966, p.	191.
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Jean-Paul	 Sartre,	 “La	 littérature,	 cette	 lib-
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Le marxisme existentialiste de Sartre 
et la quête de l’authenticité humaniste
Résumé
Cet essai réexamine l’oeuvre de Sartre comme une synthèse philosophique de la pensée et de 
la lutte, dans laquelle les relations humaines authentiques ainsi que l’action politique concrète 
prennent une place beaucoup plus centrale que ce qui n’est admis dans de nombreuses (peut-
être la plupart) analyses. L’article identifie également certaines incohérences, restrictions mé-
thodologiques et points de controverse dans son oeuvre, tout en affirmant le coeur essentielle-
ment authentique de sa philosophie et de son activité politique.
Mots-clés
liberté,	facticité,	intersubjectivité,	authenticité,	vertu	civique,	politiques	de	gauche
